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We have now to go on to the more serious part of the
problem of volition, and to ask, Can we give any account
of the process that results in this holding of a presentation
at the focus of consciousness to the exclusion of rival
presentations ? The thoroughgoing libertarian should
reply : " No, this act of will, this holding of the attention,
is not conditioned by the mind or character, it has no
antecedents in the mental processes of the subject who is
said to will, therefore we may not hope to give any psy-
chological account of its antecedents or conditions, if it
has any." Professor James does not go quite so far as
this ; having correctly defined the essential effect of
volition, he claims to be able to trace one step backwards
the process of which it is the issue. He tells us that the
holding fast of the one idea at the focus of consciousness
is effected by suppressing or inhibiting all rival ideas that
tend to exclude it; the favoured idea then persists in
virtue of its own energy and works its appropriate effects,
whether in the production of bodily movement or in the
determination of the further course of mental process.

Professor Wundt teaches a very similar doctrine.
For him volition is one aspect of apperception, and apper-
ception is essentially the inhibition of all presentations
save the one that rises to the focus of consciousness.
According to these two great authorities, then, volition
is essentially a negative function, an inhibiting of irrele-
vant presentations. But neither of them explains how
the inhibition is effected, whence comes the inhibiting
force, or what are the conditions of its operation. Pre-
sumably, according to Professor James, this is where
every attempt to trace the volitional process from its
effects backwards comes against a dead wall of mystery,
because the inhibiting stroke issues from some region i
inaccessible to our intellects, or simply happens without^
antecedents.                                                                 ;

But this doctrine of the primarily inhibitive character
of the volitional process is, I think, a false scent; and^
it is not to be expected that we can successfully trac$j
back the process, if we make this false start. Wha$
gives it a certain plausibility is the fact that volitional